with Walter Berry. The well-bred reticence of Mrs. Wharton in A Backward Glance and of Mrs. Whartonls friends in Mr. Percy Lubbock's memoir is like an impenetrable shield. We do not know how Walter Berry failed Mrs. Wharton, if at all. We do not know how much she resented him, if at all. But we do know some things. Even in their well-bred reticence both Mrs. Wharton and her friends testify to the fact that Walter Berry was her life-long love. For twentyseven years he was her mentor, guide, and friend. He inspired and shaped her career. And in an autobiography which is on most counts a masterpiece of chilled restraint, Mrs. Wharton wrote of him: "Walter Berry was not a separate person ... but an expansion, an interpretation, of one's self, the very meaning of one's soul .... I cannot picture what the life of the spirit would have been to me without him. He found me when my mind and soul were hungry and thirsty, and he fed them till our last hour together. It is such comradeships, made of seeing and dreaming, and thinking and laughing together, that make one feel that for those who have shared them there can be no parting." Edith Wharton lies buried beside Walter Berry.
Edith Wharton's devotion to the man she loved is a fact. Her alleged bitter resentment is a psychiatric sunnise. Mr. Wilson's theory about Mrs. Wharton ignores the fact that her heroes were heroic to her. They could not be otherwise. A Wharton hero has an integral part in the plot and theme of the novel. If he is not permitted to play the role assigned to him, jf he is not permitted to carry the heavy burden of the novers theme, then her novels become so distorted as to be meaningless.
To most readers, however, the bloodless Wharton hero is not a fustrate man. But if Mrs. V\'harton took a model from life for him, she chose no one but herself. The profiles of Mrs. '\Thaxton and the Wharton hero are distressingly similar. I say "distressingly similar" because the Archers, Seldens, and Marvells are, at best, cold and unapproachable and possessed of a painful moral and aesthetic superiority. Mrs. Wharton's heroes are deficient as men because they are not men. They are a sentimental projection of herself. In his spiritual and ethical biography, in his emotional frustration, and in his adjustment or compensation, a Wharton hero bears a close resemblance to his creator. The life of a Wharton hero is a struggle to escape from the stultifying environment of a wealthy society into a world of artistic and moral values. For twenty years of her adult life, Mrs. Wharton engaged in a similar struggle. When the smoke of battle had cleared away, Mrs. Wharton was where she had longed to be, the centre of a brilliant literary circle. Her husband had suffered a mental derange-ment which caused him to be confined. No one has ever assumed that her husband was a casualty of Mrs. I have said that the heroes of Mrs. Wharton seem to be a projection of herself. The women who inspire the heroes seem to be a projection of Walter Berry. These women are conspicuously alike, even physically. They are all dark and slender, with thin, brown, nervous hands. They all try to save a gifted man from a stifling material civilization. They inspire, shape, and guide. And they play a subordinate role in the plot. Walter Berry, as he inspired and guided Mrs. Wharton, also played a subordinate role. The literary artist renowned in America, England, and Europe, was Edith Wharton, not Walter Berry. One thing is very clear in Mrs. Wharton's restrained autobiography; behind her serene poise, her somewhat domineering charm, her feminine beauty, lay an ego nourished by introspection, an ego strong enough to beat down the difficulties of her birth, background, wealth, friends, family, and husband. She never played a subordinate role in her life.
The Wharton hero has a favourite background, a beloved library, remarkable for its selection of books. In his intellectual and cultural haven, he lives and moves and has his being. His library is his metier, the "secret garden" where his soul is most peculiarly his own. Here in his library the Wharton hero lives-and dies. It is a curious thing, indeed, this recurrence of the library as a setting in a Wharton crisis. In The House of Mirth, Laurence Selden retreats to his library, where he can invite his aesthetic soul and close his ears to the imploring tones of Lily Bart. In Selden's library, under Selden's eyes, Lily Bart burns the letters of Bertha Dorset. In that act she really dies. It is her atonement for her ethical failures. In The Age of Innocence, Newland Archer woos Ellen Olenska in her beautiful library. In his own library, Archer faces the crisis of his love for Ellen. There May destroys his a rendezvous with reveals that she is to and thus shuts out forever. In The Custom the unto death with monumental. But she truly could not or did not see the forest for the trees.
Nevertheless, she did see some things. Her criticism of materialism in America precedes that of Dreiser or Lewis. It is no accident that Sinclair Lewis dedicated Babbitt to Edith Wharton. Edith Wharton had also described a materially successful but spiritually moribund existence. Babbitt's life is impoverished because he has no culture; it is unstable and meaningless because he knows no ethics. Lewis recognized in Edith Wharton a kindred spirit, rather, I should say, a kindred animus. In spite of her unrealistic heroes, her contribution to realistic American literature is secure.
One last parallel remains to be considered. How does a Wharton hero adjust to his frustrations and defeats? Here again, in his emotional frustration and in his adjustment or compensation, he bears a close resemblance to his creator. The Wharton hero usually suffers severe emotional frustration. He never attains the woman he loves, the woman who has inspired him and helped him to develop. Honour, ethics, morality, duty, all of these plus a disapproval of divorce play their part in the separation. He is not permitted even a temporary, though unconventional, union with the woman he loves. The restraint with which the hero conducts himself in his emotional crisis may be responsible for Mr. Wilson's characterization of him as "a romantic who cannot act his romance," because he "hasn't the courage of his passion." Edith Wharton seems also to have been deprived of the man she loved, the man who had inspired her and helped her to develop her art. Honour, morality, duty-all of these, plus the social stigma of divorce, may have been responsible for the separation.
Edith Wharton's frustrations were apparently of two kinds, the one intellectual and aesthetic, the other personal. The extent of her frustrations is an open question. True, her struggle against intellectual and artistic frustration lasted twenty or twenty-five years. The bitterness of the struggle may be reflected in the brilliance of her success in her own time. There is nothing like an obstacle to call forth hidden energy. But she won. She got what she wanted. With the aid of many friends, of whom Walter Berry was the most important, she saved herself from the "prison of the moneyed world," which would have stifled her gifts. Her husband seems to have borne the greater frustration. According to Mrs. Wharton's autobiography, he enjoyed Newport and its society (as she did not). His "sporting interests" in London naturally did not include James or Sturgis. After twelve years of "trying to adjust" to a husband whose tastes were "suited" to "wateringplace trivialities," Mrs. Wharton published The Greater Inclination. In Ethan Frome, the greatest tragedy is not that Mattie died, but that she lived. Had she died, Ethan Frome would have had his beautiful memory, his "reality," his "springtime," forever. It is possible that Edith Wharton accepted the "vision" of Walter Berry's love as a moral intangible more "real" and permanent than the reality could have been. It is possible that no one has behaved more like a Wharton character than Edith Wharton herself. Her final gesture, when she chose her last resting place by Walter Berry, could have been the close of anyone of her novels.
